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Abstract
Countries have widely diverging regulations regarding the eligibility of public sector employees for 
political office, and the stringency of such regulations remains fiercely debated. Building on a demand 
and supply model of political selection, this article contributes to such debates by studying whether 
and how the incentives of public employees as both consumers and producers of public services (their 
“double motive”) affects their descriptive political representation. Our analysis employs population-
wide individual-level register data covering four Norwegian local elections between 2007 and 2019 
(N > 13 million observations). Using predominantly individual-level panel regression models, we find 
that public employees are strongly overrepresented on election lists and have a higher probability of 
election (conditional on running). Looking at underlying mechanisms, we provide evidence consistent 
with the “double motive” of public employees inducing their self-selection into standing for elected 
office (at higher-ranked ballot positions). Demand-side effects deriving from party and voter selection 
receive more limited empirical support. We discuss ensuing concerns about the potential substantive 
representation of policy self-interests by elected public employees.
  

Introduction

Should public sector employees be allowed to stand for 
election and enter elected assemblies during their em-
ployment as civil servants? This question lies at the heart 
of long-standing debates in public administration schol-
arship (Garand et al. 1991) as well as among election ob-
servers (OSCE 2017). Fundamental disagreement on the 
issue is reflected in widely diverging institutional frame-
works around the world. Some countries—including 
the United States and United Kingdom—impose strict 
statutory limitations. Supporters of such restrictive sys-
tems maintain that public employees entering elected 

assemblies may impede the meritocratic recruitment/
promotion of bureaucrats and can lead to a politi-
cization of the bureaucracy (Colonnelli et  al. 2020; 
Dahlström and Lapuente 2017; Jacobsen 1960; Moe 
2006). Other countries—including Norway and Spain—
have very permissive rules (Braendle and Stutzer 2016; 
Miller 2010). Proponents of such permissive systems 
argue that public employees tend to have characteris-
tics that are beneficial for public decision-making in the 
interest of the common good (Stazyk and Davis 2015; 
Taylor 2010).

We contribute to this persistent debate by studying 
the incentives of public employees to stand for 
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election, and how this affects their subsequent level of 
political representation. Analyzing the sources of such 
descriptive political representation is important due 
to “the substantive or policy effects that may be pro-
duced” by increased representation (Chattopadhyay 
and Duflo 2004; Clayton and Zetterberg 2018; Lim 
2006: 193). Hyytinen et al. (2018), for instance, show 
that higher public sector representation in Finnish 
local councils leads to higher local public spending 
because elected civil servants can exploit an informa-
tional advantage to enact higher spending on (cer-
tain) public services.1 This potentially self-serving 
relation between descriptive and substantive rep-
resentation (in the sense of Pitkin 1967) due to the 
“political power of bureaucrats” (Moe 2006: 6) has 
implications for the optimal stringency of eligibility 
constraints. If public employees remain politically 
under-represented when restrictions are few, there is 
no need to limit their entry into politics. If, instead, 
they become over-represented, statutory limitations 
could be considered. Yet, the optimal design of such 
(in)compatibility regimes would then need to reflect 
whether over-representation arises due to the selec-
tion strategies of parties and voters, or are linked to 
individuals’ motives and self-selection (we return to 
this below).

While a large scholarship studies the descriptive 
representativeness of elected assemblies, this litera-
ture concentrates on traits such as gender (Baskaran 
and Hessami 2018), ethnicity (Hughes 2011), educa-
tion (Dal Bó and Finan 2018), or place of residence 
(Childs and Cowley 2011). Even though professional 
background is an important part of one’s identity 
(Aschhoff and Vogel 2019; Hogg and Terry 2000), the 
political representation of public employees has not 
received scholarly scrutiny.2 We address this research 
gap by investigating the nature and drivers of public 
employees’ political representation. Theoretically, we 
build on the demand and supply model of political se-
lection (Gulzar 2021; Norris and Lovenduski 1993), 
which maintains that the political representation of 
distinct demographic groups is affected by party selec-
tion, voter selection, and individual self-selection. On 
the demand side, parties and voters may care about in-
dividuals’ occupational background because it acts as 
a signaling tool for policy preferences (Aldrich 2011; 
Besley 2005; Thomsen 2014). On the supply side, we 
argue that public employees may have stronger incen-
tives to seek out political positions, because they are 
both consumers and producers of public goods and 

services.3 As we set out in more detail below, a first 
implication of this “double motive” hypothesis is that 
public employees become over-represented (on high-
ranked positions) on election lists and among elected 
representatives. A second implication is that changing 
employment sector or job location affects individuals’ 
self-selection into politics by adding (or removing) an 
additional “motive” to stand for election.4

We empirically scrutinize these theoretical pro-
positions using population-wide individual-level 
register data covering Norwegian local elections in 
2007, 2011, 2015, and 2019, a survey among muni-
cipal council representatives as well as several waves 
of the Norwegian Local Election Surveys. Norway 
provides an interesting empirical setting since legis-
lation allows most public employees—defined as in-
dividuals active in the central, county or local public 
sector—to be members of political assemblies while 
working as civil servants. At the local government 
level, for instance, even public employees in posi-
tions of power (such as school principals and heads 
of fire departments) can stand for election to local 
councils despite these services being core local gov-
ernment responsibilities.

Our main findings indicate that public employees 
are politically overrepresented at the local govern-
ment level (relative to their share in the local popula-
tion). The extent of overrepresentation is larger among 
elected council members compared to election candi-
dates, which suggests that public employees on average 
have a higher probability of election conditional on 
standing for election. Investigating the underlying 
mechanisms, we uncover mixed evidence for the impact 
of party- and voter selection. However, our results are 
consistent with key implications of our “double mo-
tive” hypothesis. For instance, we show that changing 
to a public sector job makes individuals more likely to 
become politically active. The same is true when public 
employees change work location from outside to inside 
their home municipality. These results strongly suggest 
“that their elevated participation reflects their personal 
stakes” (see also Bhatti and Hansen 2013; Moe 2006; 
West 2012: 120). This highlights an important role for 
the self-selection of public employees into standing for 

1	 Similar results are obtained by Braendle and Stutzer (2016) at the 
national level.

2	 A limited number of studies investigates the political representation of 
specific occupations, such as businessmen (Gehlbach et al. 2010) or 
lawyers (Bonica 2020; Matter and Stutzer 2015).

3	 Since elected officials in the legislative branch of government act as 
principals to civil servants in the executive branch, public employees 
holding elected office also gain a third role as supervisors of public good 
provision (Braendle and Stutzer 2016). Public employees’ decisions as 
legislators may thereby affect their own role in the executive branch, 
which could add a third motive to seek out political positions (Moe 
2006).

4	 Naturally, individual-level incentives are only part of the rationale for (or 
against) strict incompatibility regimes, since they become problematic 
mainly in combination with conflicts of interest (Niskanen 1971)  and 
influence over policy outcomes (i.e., power).
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elected office (at higher ballot positions) and their sub-
sequent political over-representation.

Theoretical Framework

The demand and supply model of political selection 
(Gulzar 2021; Norris and Lovenduski 1993) aims to 
describe the mechanisms behind the political represen-
tation of demographic groups (based on gender, race, 
and class in the original formulation of the model). 
It draws attention to the role of political parties and 
voters on the demand side of the political selection 
process, as well as to the “applicants wishing to pursue 
a political career” on the supply side (Gulzar 2021; 
Norris and Lovenduski 1993: 380). We build on this 
theoretical framework to argue that the political repre-
sentation of public sector employees in theory can be 
driven by individual self-selection, party selection and 
voter selection. As illustrated in figure 1, the relative 
importance of these demand- and supply-side factors 
differs across the various stages of the political selec-
tion process (Bjarnegård and Zetterberg 2019; Gilardi 
2015; Norris and Lovenduski 1993). Individual 
supply-side factors are likely to dominate in the first 
stage of the process: that is, when moving from the 
population pool to the set of applicants willing to 
stand for political office. When citizens decide to enter 
the pool of potential candidates, their self-selection 
into politics defines the choice-set of parties. Individual 
supply-side factors also play a role alongside partisan 
demand-side factors when developing the list of can-
didates presented on the party ballot (see below). Yet, 
demand-side factors are expected to prevail at the final 
stage of the process: that is, when candidates are facing 
voters on Election Day.

We start by considering civil servants’ potential 
self-selection into political office on the supply side of 
the model. The decision for any person within the eli-
gible population to stand for election depends—among 
other factors—on the expected benefits from achieving 
public office.5 These benefits relate to the level and com-
position of public good provision, and we argue that 
they consist of both consumer- and producer-related 
utility. The consumer-related utility from public goods 
is the benefit one obtains from the consumption of 
public goods, and is independent of one’s occupational 
sector. That is, public- and private-sector employees on 

average are expected to gain equally from consuming 
a given public good (such as public healthcare, edu-
cation or infrastructure). The producer-related utility, 
however, is positive only for individuals employed 
in the provision of public goods and services. It in-
cludes the (in)direct benefits from well-staffed agen-
cies and public sector work conditions (Moe 2006), 
from the fulfillment of individuals’ public service mo-
tivation (Perry et  al. 2010; Wright and Grant 2010) 
as well as from any influence over public policy deci-
sions (though not necessarily to one’s own advantage, 
which can arise only under very specific conditions). 
Moreover, public employees may have superior infor-
mation about policy issues (Braendle and Stutzer 2016; 
Niskanen 1971), which benefits their (expected) pro-
ducer utility by increasing their bargaining power and 
their probability of influencing public policy (Hyytinen 
et al. 2018).

Public employees therefore benefit from 
influencing politics as both consumers and producers 
of public goods, which we argue provides them with 
a “double motive” to stand for election. Individuals 
who work in the private sector (or who do not work 
at all) derive utility from public good provision only 
as consumers. Other factors being held constant, this 
double-motive proposition entails that public em-
ployees are more likely to self-select into running 
for political office (i.e., to become “applicants” in 
figure  1). Several testable predictions immediately 
follow from this line of argument. The first pre-
diction is that due to their “double motive,” public 
employees are more likely than other groups in the 
eligible population to self-select into politics—thus 
becoming overrepresented on election lists. Since the 
probability of election and influencing policy is a 
decreasing function of list rank,6 public employees’ 
double motive also gives them a higher incentive 
to target positions near or at the top of the ballot. 
A  second prediction therefore is that public sector 
overrepresentation on election lists will be stronger 
among high-ranked compared to low-ranked 

DEMAND
(party& voters)

DEMAND
(party)

SUPPLYSUPPLY
Population Applicants Candidates Elected 

Representatives

Figure 1  Stylized Political Selection Model.

5	 Naturally, the costs of achieving and holding public office are likewise 
important. These include, for instance, the time costs related to 
electoral campaigns, public and party-group consultations, as well 
as preparations for and participation in council meetings. Hyytinen 
et  al. (2018) suggest that these costs may be sector-specific. In our 
Norwegian setting, this is very likely to be true since public employees 
benefit from paid leave to participate in political meetings, while private 
sector employees do not.

6	 While list rank position may have a different effect on the probability 
of election and the probability of influencing policy once elected, the 
key issue is that being ranked higher up the ballot positively impacts 
upon both probabilities (or, more accurately, their joint probability). 
Certain individuals might want to feature on a party list even at low 
ranks to ascend the party hierarchy in the longer term or because 
they gain some intrinsic utility from being involved in politics. Still, 
this is inconsequential for our main analyses since we rely on within-
individual changes (thus accounting for any fixed individual-level 
factors).
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candidates. As a direct corollary to this second pre-
diction, we furthermore expect public employees to 
have a higher probability of election, conditional on 
standing for election (i.e., by virtue of their higher list 
ranks). This is our third prediction, and would imply 
that public employees’ overrepresentation among 
elected representatives exceeds that for election lists 
(unless voter selection effects counteract this pos-
itional advantage on Election Day, see figure 1 as well 
as the section “Voters and Preferential Voting Based 
on Candidates’ Occupational Background” below).

These predictions derive from a purely supply-side 
argumentation. Yet, political parties in practice play an 
important role in the allocation of ballot ranks in the 
second stage of the political selection process (i.e., when 
moving from “applicants” to “candidates” in figure 1). 
This reflects parties’ position as gatekeepers to public of-
fice (Asquer et al. 2020; Fiva and Røhr 2018; Gallagher 
and Marsh 1988). As alliances of groups with more 
or less diverse policy interests (McCarty and Schickler 
2018), political parties might thereby screen, select, 
and promote candidates on the basis of their back-
ground characteristics (including occupational sector).7 
Crucially, however, anecdotal evidence shows that poli-
ticians can influence ballot ranks through lobbying 
and intra-party negotiations (or disputes) in the “secret 
garden” of politics (Christensen et al. 2008; Gallagher 
and Marsh 1988).8 Moreover, since party size is known 
to induce a “centralization of the decision-making pro-
cess” (Panebianco 1988: 185), this scope for turning 
party offers down or engaging in a negotiation over 
list placements may be inversely related to the level 
of applicant supply. While a shortage of candidates—
which is quite common particularly at the local gov-
ernment level—allows greater scope for self-selection, 
party leaders can be more selective when there is strong 
competition for list positions. Either way, these limits 
to party selection highlight at least some role for indi-
viduals’ preferences, choices and bargaining power in 
the candidate nomination and list ranking process. The 
double motive of public employees thereby makes them 
more likely to accept (when offered) or bargain for 

(when not offered) higher list ranks. Hence, public em-
ployees’ increased presence and higher average ranking 
on party lists will reflect a combination of demand and 
supply effects, and additional information is required 
empirically to separate both effects.

From this perspective, it is important to observe 
that the production utility from public service provi-
sion may differ across public employees. Moe (2006), 
Bhatti and Hansen (2013), and Geys and Sørensen 
(2021), for instance, argue that local public employees 
who work inside their municipality of residence (where 
they can vote and stand for election) face distinct pol-
itical incentives compared to those working outside 
their municipality of residence. That is, when local 
public employees working in their municipality of 
residence achieve political office, they can “influence 
their job security and work conditions more (…) than 
employees living and working in different municipal-
ities” (Bhatti and Hansen 2013: 617). This implies that 
public employees’ “double motive” is greater when 
working in their municipality of residence. Moves be-
tween working outside/inside the municipality of resi-
dence—keeping constant occupational sector—thus 
generate changes in one’s “double motive.” We can ex-
ploit this to identify self-selection effects among public 
employees since such moves are unlikely to matter 
for party selection strategies based on candidates’ oc-
cupational sector. Our fourth prediction therefore is 
that moving employment into (outside) the munici-
pality of residence increases (decreases) individual i’s 
self-selection into standing for public office.9 Note, 
however, that this effect depends on the level of gov-
ernment under consideration. For instance, moving 
employment across municipalities within a county 
leaves public employees’ “double motive” unaffected 
for county-level public goods, but not for municipality-
level public goods. Consequently, such moves would 
affect decisions about municipal council elections, but 
not county council elections (which we exploit below).

Before moving onto our empirical analysis, we 
should note that there could be many reasons aside 
from their double motive making civil servants more 
likely to stand for election. These include flexible work 
hours, public sector socialization or public service mo-
tivation. Crucially, such alternative pathways should 
remain fixed under individual-level shifts within the 
public sector, such as when moving public sector jobs 
from outside to inside the home municipality (Geys 
and Sørensen 2021; Moe 2006; West 2012). Moreover, 
public service motivation—as well as other motives to 
stand for election unrelated to public good provision 

7	 Suppose, for instance, that parties seek to attract voter support by 
presenting ballot lists that mirror the characteristics of their core 
supporters (Dancygier et al. 2021; Schönhage 2021). Left-wing parties 
would then be expected to enlist larger shares of candidates with a 
public sector background compared to parties on the right. Note that 
this “supply” of candidates with certain characteristics to voters 
requires parties to “demand” such characteristics from potential 
candidates.

8	 Examples, in Norwegian, include https://www.nrk.no/norge/ap-veteran_-
bohler-sa-nei-til-5.-plass-pa-oslo-aps-liste-1.15183423, https://www.vg.no/ 
nyheter/innenriks/i/41mJya/tybring-gjedde-seiler-opp-som-toppkandidat-i-
oslo, https://www.fvn.no/nyheter/lokalt/i/rggQ4w/groevan-ute-av-krfs-liste,  
https://www.vg.no/nyheter/innenriks/i/dlkB6j/solvik-olsen-sa-nei-til- 
stortingsplass-kan-aapne-for-helgheim.

9	 To the extent that public employment within one’s municipality of 
residence also reduces information costs (Bhatti and Hansen 2013), 
this would further strengthen this prediction.
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(e.g., intrinsic utility from involvement in politics or 
holding political office)—is often considered a fixed 
individual-level trait (Perry et  al. 2010; Wright and 
Grant 2010). While some studies suggest that public 
service motivation can be activated or crowded out 
under certain circumstances, evidence from longitu-
dinal and experimental research designs uncovers at 
best minimal changes in the short term (Bellé 2013; 
Chen et  al. 2021; Jensen et  al. 2017; Kjeldsen and 
Jacobsen 2013; Kjeldsen 2014; Vogel and Kroll 2016). 
As our empirical analysis is based on within-individual 
changes over a fairly short period of time (more details 
below), this implies that fixed individual traits—as well 
as features of public employment that are independent 
of work location—should not affect our ability to 
identify any double motive effects.

Legal and Institutional Setting

Following an amalgamation wave prior to the 2019 
local elections, the local government level in Norway 
consists of 356 municipalities (down from 422) and 11 
counties (down from 19). Municipalities and counties 
are separate public authorities managed by independ-
ently elected municipal and county councils, respect-
ively. Each municipality and each county constitutes 
its own electoral district, where council elections are 
held every fourth year within the first two weeks of 
September. In both county and municipal elections, 
political parties or independent groups present voters 
with candidate lists containing a minimum of seven 
candidates. The Election Act requires candidate lists to 
contain candidates’ first and last names as well as their 
year of birth. Parties can also add candidates’ occupa-
tion and/or place of residence. If doing so, this infor-
mation must be included for all candidates on the list.

Candidate lists—including candidate ranks and 
so-called “cumulated” candidates10—are prepared by 
parties’ local nomination committees and finalized at 
a nomination meeting commonly restricted to party 
members. This nomination process usually proceeds in 
four steps. First, the local nomination committee re-
ceives applications from interested party members and 
also itself probes whether potential candidates agree to 
stand for election.11 Second, the committee develops a 

ranked list of candidates. Third, candidates accept or 
reject their proposed list position, and the committee 
submits a (potentially modified) proposal for the local 
party convention. Finally, the local party convention 
votes on the committee’s list as well as alternative 
candidate proposals. This process implies that party 
elites need not have full control over the list compos-
ition (and ranking) since candidate influence is pos-
sible in the first, third and fourth stages of the process 
(Christensen et al. 2008; Gallagher and Marsh 1988; 
Panebianco 1988). Moreover, declining party mem-
bership led to reduced participation in nomination 
processes, so about three quarters of the nomination 
committee members end up on (high-ranked) positions 
on the ballots (Christensen et  al. 2008:78; Ringkjøb 
and Aars 2010).12

During local elections, voters can vote for a party 
list, give personal preference votes for one or more 
candidates, and—in the case of municipal elections—
add candidates from other parties or groups to their 
preferred list. A  proportional representation system 
then determines seat allocation across parties using a 
modified Sainte-Laguë method, while candidates’ per-
sonal preference votes determine who gets awarded a 
council seat within each party or group. The elected 
council members subsequently select an executive 
board of minimum five individuals from among its 
members. This board’s composition is proportional 
to the partisan composition of the council, and is a 
key decision-making body in Norwegian local politics 
(Geys and Sørensen 2019).

All Norwegian nationals are automatically included 
in the Population Register and are qualified to vote 
when aged 18  years or older (with very few excep-
tions). Crucial to our analysis, any person qualified for 
casting a vote in the election is generally also eligible 
for holding political office. Only a limited set of top 
civil servants is disqualified. This includes top admin-
istrators in the municipal and county governments, the 
(deputy) chief executive, the council secretaries and the 
person responsible for the accounts or audits. The (as-
sistant) county governor likewise cannot be an elected 
council member as this position includes the responsi-
bility to control the legality of municipality and county 
decisions. All other public employees are eligible, even 
if they work for the municipal/county authority or hold 
managerial functions in local public institutions (such 
as school principals or heads of nursing institutions). 

10	Political parties and groups can mark a limited number of “cumulated” 
candidates. These receive a 25 percent bonus in terms of their number 
of personal votes, which makes them much more likely to become 
elected. We analyze these decisions later in the section “Political 
Parties and Ballot Information on Candidate Occupations”.

11	The committee typically asks elected council members first, followed by 
former list candidates, other party members, and, finally, acquaintances. 
Political experience is the main criterion, and is particularly important for 
the top-ranked positions. While candidate gender is important irrespective 
of list rank, representativeness along other dimensions (such as ethnicity) 
matters more at lower ranks (Ringkjøb and Aars 2010: 12).

12	Election Surveys conducted every fourth year in the 1965–1981 
period show party membership hovering around 16–17% of the adult 
population. This has declined to about 6% of the adult population 
today, with only 2% reporting that they are active party members. The 
Norwegian Inhabitants Survey (Innbyggerundersøkelsen; Statistics 
Norway 2020) indicates that 6.1% of private sector employees are party 
members, compared to 6.9% of public sector employees.
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Supplementary section A in the online appendix pro-
vides an extract from the Local Government Act with 
more details about the exact legislative framework.

In the words of Braendle and Stutzer (2016), the 
Norwegian institutional framework represents a “soft 
incompatibility” regime. Their comparative analysis 
of 76 countries’ legal frameworks uncovers 28 soft in-
compatibility regimes, while seven (41) countries take 
a less (more) restrictive approach. Norway thus is by 
no means exceptional in terms of its policy regarding 
the political eligibility of civil servants, which benefits 
the generalizability of our findings to other countries 
with similar frameworks (e.g., Austria, Canada, Israel, 
Spain and Switzerland). Naturally, Norway is more ex-
ceptional in other respects—such as its oil wealth, wel-
fare state size, and gender equality—and we return to 
this in our concluding discussion.

Data Sources
Population-wide Register Data
Our main source of information relates to Norwegian 
population-wide individual-level register data covering 
the four local elections held between 2007 and 2019. 
This dataset includes the entire population entitled 
to vote and stand for election, and has been matched 
with official election outcomes. As such, the dataset 
not only shows who was elected into the municipal 
and county councils, but also who did (not) stand for 
election. Table 1 presents an overview for each election 
year. This indicates that roughly 1.5% (0.2%) of the 
Norwegian eligible population is included on a can-
didate list for municipal (county) elections, and on 
average one fifth (one tenth) of these achieve elected 
office. Although not shown in table  1, about 8% of 
candidates in municipal elections are also candidates 
in county elections, while 15% of elected municipal 
council members are also members of county councils 
(both offices can be combined). This implies that the 
vast majority of county council candidates (73%) and 

representatives (89%) are politically active also at the 
municipality level.

Given our interest in public employees, a critical as-
pect of our dataset relates to individuals’ occupational 
sector. Our register data thereby provide important ad-
vantages compared to studies using self-reported oc-
cupation. Assignment of individuals to occupational 
sectors is not only more accurate and precise, but re-
lies on the same institutional classification for citizens, 
candidates, and elected representatives (facilitating 
comparisons within and across groups). The insti-
tutional classification by Statistics Norway follows 
international conventions: for example, US System of 
National Accounts (SNA93) or European System of 
National Accounts (ESA95). This definition allows us 
to identify employees working for the central, county, 
and municipal governments, which we study separately 
throughout the analysis. We thereby exclude individ-
uals working for corporations owned by public au-
thorities since they generally do not have civil servant 
status. Individuals not working for central, county and 
municipal governments are defined as private sector 
employees, which covers self-employed individuals as 
well as non-profit employees. Finally, people not clas-
sified by occupational sector are considered as not 
employed (including students, retirees, and people on 
social security benefits such as unemployment support 
or disability payments).

In table 2, we display the distribution of individuals 
across occupational sectors depending on their status 
as election candidates (columns 1, 3, and 5) or elected 
council members (columns 2, 4, and 6). We look at mu-
nicipal and county councils separately (columns 1 and 
2 versus columns 5 and 6) as well as jointly (columns 
3 and 4). Additionally, column 7 displays the occupa-
tional sector for the remainder of the eligible popu-
lation not standing for election. Starting with column 
7, we see that nearly 50% of the electorate works in 
the private sector, 23% in various parts of the public 
sector and 28% is not employed (as defined above). 

Table 1  Electors, Candidates, and Representatives

2007 2011 2015 2019

Municipal  
Council  
Elections

Not candidates 3,050,172 3,389,245 3,776,160 3,975,605
Candidates not elected 51,536 47,874 47,472 44,827
Candidates elected 10,892 10,689 10,597 9,333
All 3,112,600 3,447,808 3,834,166 4,029,765

County  
Council  
Elections

Not candidates 3,105,713 3,441,046 3,827,143 4,023,561
Candidates not elected 6,156 6,039 6,313 5,629
Candidates elected 731 723 710 575
All 3,112,600 3,447,808 3,834,166 4,029,765

Note: The table displays the distribution of the complete Norwegian eligible population depending on their status as not running for office, 
election candidates (elected), or election candidates (not elected). Candidates may run for the municipal council elections only, the county 
council elections only, or both. The data includes the entire electorate in the 2007, 2011, 2015, and 2019 local elections.
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The top row of table  2 illustrates that people who 
are not employed are underrepresented among elec-
tion candidates as well as elected council members. 
Private sector employees are well represented among 
municipal election candidates and council mem-
bers, but underrepresented when it comes to county 
council elections (both on election lists and even more 
among elected council members). In sharp contrast, 
public employees working for the county and muni-
cipal governments are overrepresented among local 
election candidates. This overrepresentation increases 
further among elected council members. For instance, 
municipal public employees account for 13.3% of the 
electorate, 22% of the candidates on municipal elec-
tion lists and 28.5% of elected municipal councilors. 
Similarly, 1.3% of the population works for the county 
governments, but they account for 6.7% of candidates 
on county election lists (combining columns 3 and 5), 
and 9.8% of elected county councilors (combining col-
umns 4 and 6). A graphical representation is provided 
in supplementary figure A.1 in the online appendix.

Type of Work, Residence, and Other Background 
Information
Throughout the analysis, we are especially interested 
in comparing individuals performing the same type 
of work across the public and private sectors. We 
operationalize individuals’ type of work using the 
four-digit ISCO classification (International Standard 
Classification of Occupations) employed by Statistics 
Norway, which is included in our dataset for all public 
as well as private sector employees.

For all individuals in the dataset, we also have ac-
cess to a set of background characteristics, including 
age, gender, education (defined in five levels: pri-
mary school, secondary education, tertiary vocational 

education, lower-level higher education, and higher-
level higher education), immigration background, and 
so on. This includes information about their munici-
palities of residence and employment. We can therefore 
determine whether or not it concerns the same muni-
cipality. While individuals are legally allowed work 
in any municipality as a public sector employee—
including municipalities where one is not a resident—
individuals are entitled to vote and stand for election in 
local elections only in their municipality of residence.

Other Datasets
Beside the detailed individual-level register data, we 
exploit four further sources of information. First, 
we have the complete candidate lists as presented on 
Election Day. For all candidates in Norwegian local 
elections since 2003, we observe the party list name, 
candidates’ rank on the list, their preference votes and 
status as “cumulated” candidates as well as whether 
the list contains information about candidates’ occu-
pational background and/or place of residence (Fiva 
et al. 2020b). Second, we obtained information about 
municipality characteristics including population size 
and composition as well as local public expenditures 
from Fiva et  al. (2020a). Third, we have access to a 
survey conducted in 2015 among all members of the 
municipal councils. This includes data on, for instance, 
party affiliation, occupation, policy preferences and 
left-right self-placement. Finally, we rely on data from 
five Norwegian Local Election Surveys conducted be-
tween 1999 and 2015, which allow analyzing the de-
terminants of local voting behavior (https://nsd.no/
nsddata/serier/norske_valgundersokelser.html). We re-
turn to more detailed discussions on the relevant vari-
ables taken from these various sources when relying on 
them in the analysis.

Table 2  Occupational Sector, Eligible Population, Candidates, and Elected councilors

Municipal Council Only
Municipal and County 

Council Combined County Council Only
Eligible 

Population

 
(1)  

All candidates

(2)  
Elected 

politicians

(3)  
All 

candidates

(4)  
Elected 

politicians

(5)  
All 

candidates

(6)  
Elected  

politicians
(7)  

Not candidates

Not employed 18.4 8.8 17.1 8.4 21.6 6.0 28.1
Private sector 48.3 50.0 41.6 43.1 39.8 33.9 49.2
Central gvt. 8.4 9.5 10.5 10.1 8.8 9.0 8.2
County gvt. 2.9 3.1 6.1 7.1 8.3 31.4 1.3
Municipal gvt. 22.0 28.5 24.7 31.3 21.6 19.7 13.3
Total %  
Total N

100.0  
207,120.0

100.0  
33,117.0

100.0 
19,208.0

100.0  
8,185.0

100.0  
7,137.0

100.0  
1,032.0

100.0 
13,199,142.0

Note: The table displays the percentage distributions across occupational sectors for election candidates, elected politicians and the eligible 
population not running for office. Candidates may run for the municipal council elections only, the county council elections only, or both. The 
data includes the entire electorate in the 2007–2019 local elections. “Not employed” includes all persons with no defined occupation (such as 
unemployed, students, and retirees), while “private sector” is defined as employees not working for central, county, or municipal governments.
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Occupational Background and Self-selection 
Into Public Office

We start our analysis of the political 
overrepresentation of public employees (as observed 
in table 2) by evaluating the role of public employees’ 
self-selection into (standing for) public office. Our 
longitudinal individual-level register data allow 
us to exploit shifts in individuals’ occupation (i.e., 
moving between the public and private sectors) as 
well as shifts in place of residence (i.e., moving place 
of work to/from the municipality of residence). As 
discussed in the section “Theoretical Framework,” 
such changes affect individuals’ self-selection into 
politics by adding (or removing) an additional 
“motive” to stand for election (see also Geys and 
Sørensen 2021; Moe 2006; West 2012). Moreover, 
from an empirical perspective, exploiting changes in 
occupational affiliation or work location at the in-
dividual level offers the key benefit that we do not 
have to rely on comparison across similarly situated 
public employees for our main inferences. Such a 
cross-sectional approach would entail biased infer-
ences whenever people differ in both observable—
such as tenure—and unobservable—such as political 
preferences—characteristics. Nevertheless, since we 
observe occupational affiliation in 4-year intervals 
(given the fixed local election cycle), our research de-
sign assesses the impact of occupational shifts over 
a relatively short service length. As this could cause 
downward pressure on our estimates (e.g., if a 4-year 
period is too brief to develop socialization effects), it 
is important to keep in mind when interpreting our 
results.

Supplementary table A.1 in the online appendix 
shows the number of individuals in our sample 
shifting occupational sectors between two subse-
quent local elections. This highlights that 74–80% 
of employees in any given sector do not switch, while 
13% of local public employees (municipalities and 
counties) switch to the private sector (N≈99.000 in-
dividuals) and 4% of private sector employees shift 
to the local public sector (N≈185.000 individuals). 
Supplementary table A.2 in the online appendix 
shows the number of individuals shifting work-place 
location between two subsequent local elections. 
This illustrates that 11% of individuals initially 
working in their municipality of residence move to 
a work-place outside their municipality of residence 
(N≈554.000 individuals), whereas 25% of those ini-
tially working outside their municipality of residence 
shift to a work-place inside their municipality of 
residence (N≈774.000 individuals). Hence, in both 
cases, we can rely on a substantial number of obser-
vations to identify the effects of interest even when 
using individual-level fixed effects.

Occupational Sector and List Rank
Our theoretical argumentation implies that public 
employees’ double motive makes them more likely to 
stand for election and place larger value on positions 
toward the top of the ballot. To evaluate this, we esti-
mate regression models with individuals’ list rank as 
the dependent variable. The main independent vari-
ables are indicator variables for individuals’ occupa-
tional sector (i.e., not employed, central government, 
county government, municipal government; private 
sector as omitted reference category). All models in-
clude fixed effects for election years, municipalities, 
political parties, and type of work (using 42 occu-
pation types differentiated at the two-digit level in 
ISCO), as well as additional controls for individuals’ 
age, sex, immigration background (six categories), and 
education level (five categories). Models in even col-
umns are extended with individual-level fixed effects. 
This implies deriving inferences only from variation 
over time within individuals (e.g., a given individual 
shifting employment from the private sector to the 
public sector), and provides a very stringent test of 
our theoretical propositions. Throughout this ana-
lysis, we restrict our sample to all electoral candidates 
since no list ranks exist for individuals not standing 
for election. As such, we analyze whether public em-
ployees are more likely to be located on higher list 
ranks (with lower numbers!) conditional on standing 
for election. The results are summarized in Columns 
(1)–(4) of table 3.

The results indicate that public employees are 
ranked significantly higher on candidate lists in both 
municipal and county elections compared to private 
sector employees. This is particularly true for muni-
cipal (county) employees during municipal (county) 
council elections. This pattern is consistent with 
the idea that municipal (county) employees should 
be more interested in influencing public good pro-
vision in the municipal (county) council elections 
(Moe 2006). These results persist when controlling 
for individual-level fixed effects in even columns. 
The point estimates suggest that shifting employment 
from the private sector to the municipal public sector 
causes an improvement in one’s list rank by 0.8 to 
1.4 positions in municipal council elections. Shifting 
employment to the county public sector causes an in-
crease of on average 3.6 to 6.9 positions on county 
council candidate lists. Overall, these findings are con-
sistent with political self-selection among public em-
ployees inducing increased overrepresentation among 
high-ranked compared to low-ranked candidates (we 
study the potential demand-side effects of party deci-
sions on candidate selection in the section “Political 
Parties, Voters, and Candidates’ Occupational 
Background” below).
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As mentioned, a direct corollary of public em-
ployees’ higher list ranks is that their likelihood of 
achieving elected office should increase—conditional 
on being an electoral candidate. This is confirmed in 
columns (5)–(8), where we estimate the same regres-
sion models as before except that the dependent vari-
able now is a dummy equal to 1 for elected candidates 
(0 otherwise).13 In column (6), we see that shifting 
employment from the private sector to the municipal 
public sector causes an increase in one’s probability of 
election by three percentage points in municipal elec-
tions. Column (8) shows that the impact of shifting 
employment to the county authorities is again much 
larger (nearly 16 percentage points). These effects de-
cline substantially in size (as well as statistical signifi-
cance) when we directly control for candidates’ list 
rank in these regressions (see supplementary table 
A.3 in the online appendix). This confirms that the 
increased election probability of public employees 

found in columns (5)–(8) is predominantly due to 
their higher list ranks observed in columns (1)–(4).

Occupational Sector and the Likelihood of Standing 
for Election
Turning now to our main theoretical prediction—that 
is, public employees’ double motive makes them more 
likely to stand for election—we test whether moving 
from private to public sector employment increases in-
dividual i’s self-selection into standing for public office. 
For this analysis, we extend our dataset to the entire 
Norwegian electorate. We estimate a linear probability 
model where an indicator variable equal to 1 for in-
dividuals standing for election (0 otherwise) is the 
response variable. The explanatory variables are the 
same as in table 3 (except for the party list fixed ef-
fects, which are excluded as we cannot observe party 
affiliation for those not standing for election). As be-
fore, we estimate the model separately for municipal 
and county council elections, and include a full set of 
individual-level fixed effects. The latter means that we 
estimate public employment effects as a consequence 
of the same individuals shifting between sectors. The 
results are presented in columns (1) and (2) of table 4.

The findings indicate that a given individual i’s shift 
in employment from the private sector to the municipal 

Table 3  Occupational Sector, List Ranks, and Elected Candidates

List Rank Elected Candidate

 Municipal Elections County Elections Municipal Elections County Elections

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

Not employed 0.1143 0.6561 −1.6738 −1.0794 −0.0760 −0.0281 −0.0518 −0.0161
 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.125) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.444)
Central gvt. −0.1286 0.1119 0.2237 −0.6422 0.0223 0.0063 0.0186 −0.0114
 (0.255) (0.637) (0.547) (0.481) (0.000) (0.462) (0.034) (0.548)
County gvt. −0.8299 −0.2190 −6.9037 −3.6460 0.0505 0.0143 0.3178 0.1590
 (0.000) (0.601) (0.000) (0.003) (0.000) (0.219) (0.000) (0.000)
Municipal gvt. −1.4032 −0.7777 0.3246 −0.1692 0.0682 0.0327 0.0180 0.0044
 (0.000) (0.000) (0.278) (0.765) (0.000) (0.000) (0.027) (0.757)
Observations 224,947.000 148,134.000 26,178.00 13,457.00 224,947.00 148,134.000 26,178.00 13,457.00
R-squared 0.209 0.723 0.116 0.655 0.068 0.723 0.135 0.740
Individual controls YES YES YES YES YES YES YES YES
Year FE X X X X X X X X
Municipality FE X X X X X X X X
Type of work FE X X X X X X X X
Party list FE X X X X X X X X
Individual FE  X  X  X  X

Note: The table displays regression estimates using as dependent variables a candidate’s list rank (columns 1–4) and a dummy variable equal 
to 1 for elected candidates (columns 5–8). The analyses include data for the all candidates standing for local elections in the 2007, 2011, 2015, 
and 2019 local elections. Columns (1), (2), (5), and (6) display estimates for municipal council elections, while columns (3), (4), (7), and (8) 
show estimates for county council elections. The estimates indicate effects for occupational sector, using private sector employees as reference 
group. All models include fixed effects for election years, municipalities, political parties and type of work (using 42 occupation types differen-
tiated at the two-digit level in ISCO). Individual controls include individuals’ age, sex, immigration background (six categories) and education 
level (five categories) in uneven columns, and individuals’ education level (five categories) in even columns. Exact p-values based on standard 
errors clustered by municipality (or county) in brackets.

13	Throughout the analysis we estimate linear probability models 
whenever we have a binary dependent variable. Using binary response 
models—either probit or logit—does not affect our main inferences. 
This is consistent with the fact that linear probability model usually 
provide a very good approximation of the marginal effects from probit/
logit models (Angrist and Pischke 2008).
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public sector increases the probability of being a can-
didate in municipal council elections with 0.0031. 
As the overall probability of standing for election 
among the eligible population is 0.0168, this suggests 
a 17% increase compared to this baseline probability. 
Shifting work to the county public sector produces a 
similar (and substantively somewhat larger) increase 
in the probability of standing for election. Column (2) 
displays corresponding estimates for the probability 
of standing for county council elections (which ef-
fectively often implies running in both municipal and 
county council elections; see above). The share of the 
eligible population standing for the county council 
elections is about 0.0020. Compared to this baseline 
probability, the estimated effects in Column (2) sug-
gest that shifting employment to the county public 
sector roughly triples the probability of standing in 
county council elections.

Taken together, self-selection into standing for 
public office thus appears to be significantly higher 

among local public employees. Interestingly, shifting 
employment to the central government or losing one’s 
employment both are associated with a small negative 
effect. This might reflect the more stringent time con-
straints of national civil servants, and a shift of focus 
to more immediate personal concerns among newly 
unemployed individuals, respectively. In both cases, 
their distinct time constraints may interfere with any 
desire to stand for office at the local government level.

Occupational Sector, Place of Work, and the 
Likelihood of Standing for Election
The analysis thus far implicitly assumes that 
work-related utility from public good provision is 
independent of working inside or outside one’s muni-
cipality of residence. This is unlikely to hold because 
working in one’s municipality of residence may make 
political representation more interesting (Bhatti and 
Hansen 2013; Geys and Sørensen 2021; Moe 2006; 
West 2012). To accommodate this possibility, we 

Table 4  Occupational Sector and Candidates for Local Elections

Municipal Elections   
(1)

County Elections   
(2)

Municipal Elections   
(3)

County Elections   
(4)

Not employed −0.0024 −0.0006 −0.0003 −0.0005
 (0.000) (0.001) (0.090) (0.001)
Central gvt. −0.0010 −0.0002 −0.0001 0.0000
 (0.002) (0.843) (0.790) (0.888)
County gvt. 0.0047 0.0044 0.0029 0.0049
 (0.000) (0.000) (0.030) (0.002)
Municipal gvt. 0.0031 0.0009 0.0011 0.0006
 (0.000) (0.000) (0.013) (0.006)
Interaction terms:     
Home*Private - - 0.0029 0.0001
   (0.000) (0.264)
Home*Central gvt. - - 0.0015 0.0000
   (0.043) (0.976)
Home*County gvt. - - 0.0058 −0.0008
   (0.001) (0.024)
Home*Municipal gvt. - - 0.0052 −0.0008
   (0.000) (0.563)
Observations 12,839,039.000 12,839,039.000 12,839,039.000 12,839,039.000
R-squared 0.578 0.486 0.578 0.486
Individual controls YES YES YES YES
Year FE X X X X
Municipality FE X X X X
Type of work FE X X X X
Individual FE X X X X

Note: The table displays regression estimates using a dummy variable for election candidate as response variable. The analyses include data 
for the entire eligible population in the 2007, 2011, 2015, and 2019 local elections. Columns (1) and (3) analyze likelihood of standing for elec-
tion to the municipal council elections, while Columns (2) and (4) investigate probability of standing for election to the county and municipal 
council elections. The estimates indicate in Columns (1) and (2) indicate effects of institutional sector, using private sector employees as refer-
ence group. In Columns (3) and (4), the baseline effects indicate the effects of institutional sector conditional on the person working outside the 
municipality of residence, while the interaction effects indicate the additional effect of institutional sector for persons working inside the home 
municipality. Private sector employment is used as the reference group. All models include fixed effects for election years, municipalities, polit-
ical parties and type of work (using 42 occupation types differentiated at the two-digit level in ISCO). Individual controls relate to individuals’ 
education level (five categories). Exact p-values based on standard errors clustered by municipality (or county) in brackets.
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augment the regression model with a set of inter-
actions between individuals’ occupational sector 
and an indicator variable equal to 1 when the indi-
vidual works inside the municipality of residence (0 
otherwise). This specification allows us to exploit the 
different incentives of local government employees 
working inside/outside their municipality of resi-
dence in a more demanding test of the double motive 
hypothesis. We expect that moving to a municipal 
(or county) public sector position within one’s mu-
nicipality increases the probability to stand for elec-
tion in municipal elections, whereas no similar effect 
should arise with respect to county council elections 
(see the section “Theoretical Framework”).

The results are brought together in columns (3) 
and (4) of table 4. In column (3), all coefficients for 
the interaction terms are positive, and are substan-
tively largest when focusing on individuals working 
for the municipal or county government. Moving em-
ployment to one’s municipality of residence—while 
keeping fixed one’s occupational sector—increases 
the probability of standing for election in municipal 
council elections by approximately 37% compared to 
the baseline probability of candidacy in such elections 
(i.e., 0.0168). As expected, no similar effect is ob-
served when looking at the county council elections 
in column (4). These county-level findings can be in-
terpreted as placebo estimates since moving employ-
ment across municipalities within a county does not 
change one’s role in county-level public good provi-
sion. As such, it does not affect individuals’ producer-
related utility from such public goods, and should not 
impact upon their self-selection into political office 
(as confirmed by our results).

Occupational Sector and Information About Public 
Policies
As mentioned, the decision of public employees to 
stand for election may be affected by superior infor-
mation on policy issues (Braendle and Stutzer 2016; 
Niskanen 1971). This decreases their costs of running 
for election as well as augments their probability of 
influencing public policy (Hyytinen et al. 2018). As su-
perior information is hard to operationalize, we take 
two complementary approaches to address the poten-
tial role of information.

First, we differentiate between individuals shifting 
employment from the private sector into and out of 
the (local) public sector. Shifting into the local public 
sector leads individuals to gain more information 
about public policies. This information gain may arise 
passively as part of their new position (in which case it 
should largely disappear when people move out of the 
public sector). Yet, consistent with our double-motive 
hypothesis, it might also arise because individuals ac-
tively seek out more information due to a stronger 

interest in local government policy when working in 
the public sector (in which case the information gain 
may be more persistent). Moving out of the local public 
sector thus may only lead to a partial loss of informa-
tion, which would suggest an asymmetry in the effect 
of cross-sectoral employment shifts. Supplementary 
table A.4 in the online appendix confirms this propos-
ition. We find that individuals moving from the private 
sector into the local public sector are always signifi-
cantly more likely to stand for election and obtain 
elected office. Those moving in the opposite direction 
show substantially weaker coefficient estimates. As ar-
gued above, this asymmetry is consistent with informa-
tion acquisition acting as a mediating variable between 
public employees’ double motive and their decision to 
run for elected office.

Second, a large-scale survey among almost 3000 mu-
nicipal council members in 2015 included the following 
question: “To what extent do you consider it difficult 
to understand the issues you handle in the municipal 
council?” Responses were coded “easy,” “difficult” 
or “uncertain.” This constitutes a proxy for respond-
ents’ (self-perceived) competence for discussing and 
deciding upon public policies. Supplementary table A.5 
in the online appendix displays the results classified by 
occupational sector as well as work-place inside/out-
side the municipality of residence. We find no indica-
tion that public employees consistently perceive topics 
addressed within the municipal council to be easier 
compared to other respondents. Yet, they appear less 
uncertain about their (in)ability to understand local 
policy issues, particularly when local council members 
work in their municipality of residence. This again sug-
gests that superior information may play some role for 
the self-selection of public employees into standing for 
elected office.

Political Parties, Voters, and Candidates’ 
Occupational Background

The results in the previous section are consistent with 
individual-level factors driving the self-selection and 
subsequent over-representation of public employees 
in politics. Still, as discussed in our theoretical frame-
work, political overrepresentation of public employees 
could also reflect that parties or voters prioritize can-
didates with (qualities associated with) specific occu-
pational backgrounds. In this section, we assess such 
party or voter effects.

Political Parties and Ballot Information on Candidate 
Occupations
Political parties can have several reasons to target public 
employees and place them toward the top of candidate 
lists. Such actions constitute a rational strategy if either 
voters care about candidates’ occupational background 
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(see the section “Voters and Preferential Voting Based 
on Candidates’ Occupational Background” below) or 
the prioritization of such candidate profiles bolsters the 
credibility of parties’ election promises (Aldrich 2011; 
Besley 2005; Thomsen 2014). When candidate occupa-
tion acts as such a signaling tool, parties are incentiv-
ized to highlight this information to voters whenever 
possible during the campaign and, if allowed, on the 
ballot. In Norway, the Election Law provides the op-
portunity for parties to include information on place 
of residence and/or occupation on the ballot. Hence, 
we can test whether parties exploit candidates’ occu-
pations as a signaling tool by looking at the presence 
of this information on candidate lists. Each municipal 
election in the 2003–2019 period includes nearly 3,000 
lists, and the five elections combined cover 14,612 lists. 
The county elections witness about 1,300 lists per elec-
tion, for a combined total of 6,631 lists over the 2003–
2019 period. We checked all these lists for information 
about candidates’ occupational background. Figure 2 
displays the findings. It portrays the share of candidate 
lists including information about occupational back-
grounds in municipal (circles) and county (triangles) 
elections.

The results in figure 2 suggest a small and rapidly 
declining share of election lists that includes informa-
tion on occupational backgrounds. This share has in 
recent years fallen well below 10% for both types of 
elections (supplementary figure A.2 in the online ap-
pendix confirms the same finding across the political 
spectrum), but it remains somewhat higher in county 
council elections. This may reflect that county council 
elections cover a larger geographic area, which reduces 
voter knowledge and might increase the need to signal 
candidates’ occupation. Even so, the occupational 
backgrounds mentioned on the ballot do not neces-
sarily yield information on candidates’ public versus 

private sector affiliation. Some occupations—such 
as “farmer”—are typical private sector occupations, 
whereas others—such as “teacher”—are predomin-
antly public sector occupations. Similar assignments 
are less obvious for occupations including “engineer” 
or “advisor.” This lack of precision suggests that can-
didates’ public versus private sector affiliation matters 
little to parties. If they felt strong incentives to signal 
the public sector affiliation of candidates, they could—
and should—apply more specific occupational descrip-
tions to their ballot sheets.

Parties caring about the occupational background 
of their candidates should not only display this infor-
mation prominently on the ballot. They can also give 
public employees “cumulated” status on the ballot, 
which drastically improves their election probability. 
To test whether parties exploit this possibility, we ran 
a regression model with a dummy variable equal to 1 
for “cumulated” candidates (0 otherwise) as response 
variable. The main independent variables are once 
more indicator variables for individuals’ occupational 
sector. The regression model includes fixed effects for 
election year, municipality/county (as applicable), and 
political party interacted with list rank. As such, we 
compare candidates in the same municipality/county 
and the same list rank in the same party. The results 
are summarized in supplementary table A.6 in the on-
line appendix. Although the point estimates are stat-
istically significant for municipal employees (in both 
municipal and county elections) they are substantively 
very small. Overall, these mixed findings indicate that 
party selection may play some role in explaining public 
sector over-representation. Yet, taken together the evi-
dence suggests that parties display a relatively weak 
proclivity to screen, select and promote candidates on 
the basis of their public-versus-private sector occupa-
tional background.

Voters and Preferential Voting Based on Candidates’ 
Occupational Background
Since local council seats are awarded based on prefer-
ential vote tallies (see above), Norway’s electoral system 
allows voters at least some influence on who is elected. In 
this section, we explore whether voters’ preferential votes 
are cast to the benefit of public employees (despite par-
ties’ scant supply of relevant occupational information 
on election ballots; see the section “Political Parties and 
Ballot Information on Candidate Occupations”). Using 
detailed information on local election lists as well as local 
election results, figure 3 displays the share of elected rep-
resentatives improving their list rank with at least one 
position as a consequence of preferential voting. Rank 
improvement is defined as the difference between can-
didates’ post-election realized rank (based on personal 
votes) and their pre-election ballot rank, with a negative 

Figure 2  Occupational Information on Ballot Lists.

Note: The diagram shows the percentage of lists containing information 
on candidates’ occupational backgrounds for each local election year 
(2003–2019). The triangles refer to county council elections, and the 
circles to municipal council elections. The data source is the Local 
Candidate Dataset (Fiva et al. 2020b).
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difference implying a lower rank position after the elec-
tion. For instance, an improvement of one rank occurs 
where candidate c was listed third on the party ballot, 
but due to her preference votes fills the party’s second 
elected seat.

Figure 3 shows that voters’ preference votes for in-
dividual candidates have only a limited impact on the 
final rank of high-ranked candidates (reflecting their 
limited upward potential), but can have substantial 
importance for lower-ranked candidates. Crucially, 
figure 3 also illustrates that voters’ preferential bal-
lots do not consistently benefit public employees 
compared to private sector employees or candidates 
without occupation. Supplementary figure A.3 in 
the online appendix confirms this result even when 
we focus on the subset of lists where parties provide 
occupational information on the ballot. Since pref-
erential voting patterns thus do not appear to take 
into account candidate occupations, these results 
suggest that voters display no preference for public 
employees.14

These findings are further substantiated by data 
from five Norwegian Local Election Surveys over the 
period 1999–2015. Supplementary figure A.4 in the 
online appendix indicates that voter preferences re-
garding candidate-specific characteristics are, at best, 
weak in our Norwegian setting. More specifically, can-
didate characteristics are found to be much less prom-
inent as determinants of individuals’ vote choice for 
municipal elections than, for instance, “general trust in 
the party” and “local issues.”15

Conclusion

In this article, we argued that public employees 
have a double motive to become politically active 
because they are both producers and consumers of 
public goods and services. We investigated several 
empirical implications of this double-motive hy-
pothesis using detailed individual-level register data 
covering all Norwegian citizens eligible for public 

office during four local elections (N > 13 million 
observations). Three main findings arose from our 
analysis. First, we found that public employees oc-
cupy a disproportionate share of positions on elec-
tion lists, as well as seats in elected councils. Second, 
we observed little to no evidence that this is a con-
sequence of voters’ electoral behavior (in terms of 
personal vote distributions), but found some evi-
dence consistent with party selection effects. Third, 
substantively meaningful effects were observed 
from shifting employment between private and 
public sectors, as well as from moving one’s public 
employment outside/inside the municipality of resi-
dence. Taken together, these findings are consistent 
with our double motive hypothesis, and suggest an 
important role for public employees’ self-selection 
into political activities when explaining their polit-
ical over-representation.

From a bureaucratic politics perspective, our study 
contributes to the persistent debate on political con-
trol of the bureaucracy. Using a principal-agent per-
spective, much of this literature assumes “goal conflict 
between politicians and bureaucrats” (Meier and 
O’Toole 2006: 179)  and focuses on instruments of 
political control—such as appointments, budgets, le-
gislation, and administrative procedures (Hustedt and 
Salomonsen 2017; Waterman et al. 1998). Our focus 
on bureaucratic representation in politics draws at-
tention to the potential for blurred lines in terms of 
who controls who (Moe 2006). While political rep-
resentation of bureaucratic values and preferences 
may benefit politician-bureaucrat goal consensus, 
such representation at the same time creates an im-
portant regulatory issue. One could indeed argue that 
democratically elected bodies should represent only 
consumer (i.e., voter) interests, which is central to the 
reasoning behind regulations to exclude civil servants 

Figure 3  The Impact of Preferential Voting.

Note: The plot displays the share of elected municipal council members 
getting a lower (=better) list rank based on preference votes compared 
to their original rank on the party ballot. We show separate percentages 
depending on candidates’ sectoral affiliation. The graph covers the 
municipal council elections over the period 2003–2015.

14	As public employees are much more likely to vote (Bednarczuk 2018; 
Geys and Sørensen 2021; Jaarsma et al. 1986; Moe 2006), this finding 
may initially appear surprising since it suggests that civil servants 
themselves do not necessarily vote for “one of their own.” One 
potential explanation is that party choice is more important than the 
choice of politicians within the party in Norway. Auxiliary analyses 
of elected representatives ideological self-placement and policy 
preferences indeed show substantially less heterogeneity within than 
between parties.

15	Campbell and Cowley (2014) provide experimental evidence on the 
impact of candidate occupation on voter ratings of approachability, 
experience and effectiveness as well as overall candidate preferences. 
While their study suggests that occupation—as well as sex, age, 
education, and religion—matters for voters’ ratings of candidates, they 
do not include a treatment for private versus public sector employment 
(possibly reflecting its assumed irrelevance to voters).
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from standing for election—such as in the United 
States and United Kingdom.

From such a regulatory perspective, however, 
our analysis offers new insights for the design of 
institutional arrangements that deal with the eligi-
bility of public employees for political office (OSCE 
2017). More specifically, our findings forcefully go 
against imposing a blanket ban, and rather sup-
port a case for eligibility restrictions that only af-
fect those who work and live (and vote) in the same 
jurisdiction. The representation of central or county 
government employees on municipal councils—or 
even municipal public employees working outside 
their residential municipality—poses much less of 
a problem, and thus should not be regulated or re-
stricted. Furthermore, eligibility restrictions are ar-
guably most pressing when public employees display 
diverging policy preferences, because increased de-
scriptive representation then may induce concerns 
about a concomitant shift in public policies. This fur-
ther limits support for imposing blanket restrictions 
on the eligibility of public sector employees for pol-
itical office. Institutional arrangements should target 
those most able to influence their own job security 
and work conditions (which is likely to occur only 
under very specific conditions).

Several directions for future research arise from our 
work. First, as mentioned, a (normative) concern with 
public employees showing higher interest in standing 
for election at the level of government that employs 
them (especially when working in their municipality 
of residence) is that it may reflect self-serving prefer-
ences whereby public employees seek public office to 
sway policies to their professional benefit. An in-depth 
understanding of the presence and strength of such po-
tential substantive representation by public employees 
is crucial to say more about whether, when and how 
public sector overrepresentation matters for the sub-
stance of politics and policy. While some empirical 
studies suggest that substantive representation by 
public employees may be an important concern (e.g., 
Hyytinen et al. 2018; Matter and Stutzer 2015; Moe 
2006),16 this question requires much more thorough 
and comprehensive analysis in future research. For in-
stance, we need to understand more about whether, 
when and how public employees’ political representa-
tion causes a shift in policy outcomes. Another open 
question is whether politicians from distinct occupa-
tional sectors within any given party differ in terms 
of their overall ideological orientations or their pos-
ition on specific local political issues (such as local 

public policies, public employees’ pay, work rules, sick 
leave). Finally, politically active civil servants may also 
have more indirect effects on policy outcomes by af-
fecting the stance of their parties. Hence, it would be 
important to assess whether, and, if so, to what extent 
civil servants might pull the parties where they enlist 
further toward the left.

Second, our relatively short time frame does not 
allow us to explore how shifts in workforce struc-
ture affect political representation. There is room 
for studies that explore the causal effects of shifts in 
public versus private employment rates—for example, 
as a consequence of exogenous changes in the munici-
pality structure (e.g., mergers), or due to unexpected 
restructurings of large private or public sector organ-
izations. Third, while institutional arrangements were 
fixed within our period of analysis, exploring shifts 
in eligibility restrictions using historical data or nat-
ural experiments would provide an interesting exten-
sion. Such settings may exploit varying regulations 
while keeping electoral preferences constant, which 
would facilitate the identification of causal effects. 
Fourth, we study only one country that has a number 
of distinctive features—such as its oil wealth, wel-
fare state size, gender equality, and work conditions 
in the public sector. While none of these elements is 
uniquely “Norwegian,” replication of our analysis in 
different settings—as well as comparative extensions 
to our work—would be important to investigate the 
potential moderating role of specific institutional and/
or economic arrangements. Finally, from an academic 
as well as policy perspective, it would be interesting 
to assess the effects of the electoral setting. One could 
imagine, for instance, that fiercer competition for top-
ranked positions and greater media coverage at the 
national level affect the opportunities for public em-
ployees’ self-selection. It remains to be seen whether 
and how this affects public sector representation in 
politics.

Supplementary Material

Supplementary data is available at Journal of Public 
Administration Research and Theory online.
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Data Availability

The analyses presented in this paper exploit registry data 
managed by Statistics Norway under the Norwegian 
Statistics Act. The Act does not allow us to make these 
data available to other users. Researchers in approved 
research institutions can apply to Statistics Norway for 
access to the relevant micro data, cf. https://www.ssb.
no/en/omssb/tjenester-og-verktoy/data-til-forskning. 
Researchers must document sufficient confidentiality 
under the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), 
and submit a Data Protection Impact Assessment (DPIA). 
The current analysis merges Statistics Norway micro data 
with a separate dataset on candidates standing for the 
local elections. This dataset is available on http://www.
jon.fiva.no/data.htm.

The analyses presented in this paper also em-
ploy several survey datasets. The Norwegian Local 
Election Surveys as conducted between 1999 and 
2015 can be ordered free of charge for research 
purposes at https://nsd.no/nsddata/serier/norske_
valgundersokelser.html. The Norwegian Inhabitants 
Survey (Innbyggerundersøkelsen) can be ordered free 
of charge for research purposes at https://www.nsd.no/
nsddata/serier/innbyggerundersokelsen.html. Finally, 
the 2015 survey among members of all municipal 
councils was part of a research project for the Ministry 
of Local Government. The legal provisions of the Data 
Protection Official for Research do not allow us to 
make these data available to other users. Further infor-
mation is available on the homepages of the Ministry 
of Local Government: https://www.regjeringen.no/
no/tema/kommuner-og-regioner/kommunedata/
nullpunktsmaling/id2540086/
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